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(57) Abstract: A preferred embodiment provides a selection 
system to facilitate the provision of services on a computer 
network to prospective service users. According to a first as- 
pect of the invention provides a system for enabling the selec- 
tion of a service provider from a plurality of service providers 
for the performance of a job, said system including, a database 
which is accessible by a service user via a network, the data- 
base including a plurality of records, each record being asso- 
ciated with a service provider, wherein each record includes 
a service provider profile including a plurality of comparable 
performance criteria indicative of the performance attributes 
of the service provider, interface means for receiving a job 
request comprising at least one desired performance criterion 
from said service user, and processor means for comparing 
the stored comparable performance criteria and the at least 
one desired performance criterion, and for extracting at least 
one preferred service provider from the database on the basis 
of said comparison. The invention also provides a method of 
enabling a service user to select a service provider from a plu- 
rality of service providers for the performance of a job, said 
method including the steps of: providing a database which is 
accessible by the service user via a network, storing in said 
database a plurality of records, each record being associated 
with a service provider, wherein each record includes a ser- 
vice provider profile including a plurality of comparable per- 
formance criteria indicative of the performance attributes of 
the service provider; receiving a job request comprising at 
least one desired performance criterion from said service user, 



comparing the plurality of stored performance criteria with the desired performance criterion, and automatically selecting at least 
one preferred service provider from the database on the basis of said comparison. 
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System and method for selecting a service provider 
Field of the invention 

The present invention relates to a system and method for facilitating the selection of a service provider to 
perform a job. 

Background of the invention 

Potential purchasers of goods are often able to choose the product most appropriate to their needs by 
examining the product and assessing the quality of its construction and its suitability to the purchaser's needs. 
Usually, the price of the goods are known and therefore the purchaser may be able to base their purchase decision 
on a cost/benefit analysis of the product. 

In contrast to goods, potential users of a service generally do not have the same level of information 
available to them on which to base their selection of a service provider. 

To ascertain which service provider is the most appropriate, efficient and/or cost effective provider to 
perform a job can be complex and time consuming process. 

Traditionally a tendering process is adopted due to time and cost constraints. 

Summary of the invention 

According to a first aspect of the present invention there is provided a system for enabling the selection of 
a service provider from a plurality of service providers for the performance of a job, said system including: 

a database which is accessible by a service user via a network, the database including a plurality of 
records, each record being associated with a service provider, wherein each record includes a service provider 
profile including a plurality of comparable performance criteria indicative of the performance attributes of the 
service provider; 

interface means for receiving a job request comprising at least one desired performance criterion from said 
service user, and 

processor means for comparing the stored comparable performance criteria and the at least one desired 
performance criterion, and for extracting at least one preferred service provider from the database on the basis of 
said comparison. 

Preferably the processor means is arranged to extract a plurality of service providers from the database on 
the basis of said comparison, and to compile a list of the plurality of preferred service providers for distribution to 
the service user. 

Preferably said database is additionally accessible by said service providers via a network for enabling the 
service providers to update their associated performance profiles. 
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Preferably said system includes prioritising means for allowing at least two desired performance criteria to 
be prioritised in accordance with user-selected priorities, and wherein said comparison is made in accordance with 
said prioritisation. 

It is also preferable that the system includes weighting means for weighting at least some of the 
comparable performance criteria according to their relative importance to the user, to enable said comparison to be 
made in accordance with said weightings. 

It is also preferable that the database includes at least one historical rating field associated with each 
service provider for enabling a service user to rate at least one past job performed by the service provider. 

The at least one desired performance criterion and said comparable performance criteria are preferably 
selected from a group including the following classes of criteria: 

quality criteria, cost criteria and timeliness criteria. 

Quality criteria preferably relate to the quality and extent of the resources drawn on by the service 
provider. 

Cost criteria preferably relate to at least one of the following, namely the current cost structure of the 
service provider, the average cost of similar jobs performed by the service provider in the past, and discounts 
offered by the service provider. 

Timeliness criterion preferably reflects the timeliness of at least one past job performed by the service 
provider. 

Each service provider profile preferably includes at least one qualifying criterion indicative of the ability 
of the service provider to perform the job, and wherein the job request includes at least one desired qualifying 
criterion. 

It is also preferable that said qualifying criteria relate to at least one of the following, namely the type of 
service, the area of operation of the service provider and the availability of the service provider. 

Preferably the interface means is adapted to receive a selection confirmation from said service user 
identifying the service provider selected for the job. 

It is also preferable that said system additionally includes generating means for generating and sending a 
job confirmation message to the service provider selected by the service user for the job. 

In a preferred embodiment the job to be performed is an investigation. 

According to a second aspect of the present invention there is provided a method of enabling a service 
user to select a service provider from a plurality of service providers for the performance of a job, said method 
including the steps of: 

providing a database which is accessible by the service user via a network, 
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storing in said database a plurality of records, each record being associated with a service provider, 
wherein each record includes a service provider profile including a plurality of comparable performance criteria 
indicative of the performance attributes of the service provider; 

receiving a job request comprising at least one desired performance criterion from said service user, 

comparing the plurality of stored performance criteria with the desired performance criterion, and 
automatically selecting at least one preferred service provider from the database on the basis of said comparison. 

Preferably a plurality of preferred service providers are automatically selected from the database, and said 
method additionally includes the step of: 

compiling a list of the plurality of preferred service providers. 

Preferably the method includes the additional step of: 

periodically capturing and storing updated performance criteria in order to update the stored profile of 
least one service provider. 

It is also preferable that the database is accessible by said plurality of service providers and wherein said 
method includes the additional step of: 

enabling the service providers periodically to update their associated performance profiles in the database. 

Preferably the job request includes a plurality of desired performance criteria and wherein said method 
additionally includes the steps of: 

enabling the service user to prioritise at least two desired performance criteria; and 

automatically selecting the at least one preferred service provider on the basis of the prioritisation. 

It is also preferable that the method includes the steps of: 

allowing said user to allocate a weighting to said comparative performance criteria indicative of the 
relative importance of said comparative performance criteria to the service user; and 

automatically selecting the at least one preferred service provider at least partially on the basis of said 
weightings. 

In a preferred embodiment the database includes at least one historical rating field associated with each 
service provider, and wherein said method includes the steps of : 

enabling a service provider to rate at least one past job performed by said service provider; and 

capturing said rating said at least one historical rating field associated with the service provider. 

The at least one desired performance criterion and said comparable performance criteria are preferably 
selected from a group including the following classes of criteria: 

quality criteria, cost criteria, and timeliness criteria. 
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The quality criteria preferably relate to at least one of the following, namely the quality and extent of the 
resources drawn on the service provider. 

The cost criteria preferably relate to at least one of the following, namely the current cost structure of the 
service providers, the average cost of similar jobs performed by the service provider in the past, and discounts 
offered by the service provider. 

The timeliness criterion preferably reflects the timeliness of at least one past job performed by the service 
provider. 

Preferably the said service provider profiles includes at least one stored qualifying criterion indicative of 
the ability of a service provider to perform the job, and in which said job request includes at least one qualifying 
criterion, wherein said method includes the initial step of; 

comparing said stored qualifying criterion with said desired qualifying criterion to select at least one 
qualified service provider on the basis of said comparison; 

wherein at least one preferred service provider is a subset of at least one qualified service provider so 

selected. 

The qualifying criteria preferably relate to at least one of the following, the namely type of service, the 
area of operation of the service provider and the availability of the service provider. 

Said method preferably includes the step of: 

receiving a selection confirmation from said service user, stating at least the preferred service provider 
selected by the user. 

In a further preferred embodiment the method includes the step of : 

generating and sending a job confirmation message to the service provider selected by the service user. 
Preferably the services are insurance investigation services. 

In the description and claims of this specification the word "comprise" and variations of that word, such as 
"comprises" and "comprising" are not intended to exclude other features, additives, components, integers or steps 
but rather, unless otherwise stated explicitly, the scope of these words should be construed broadly such that they 
have an inclusive meaning rather than an exclusive one. 

Brief description of the drawings 

Notwithstanding any other forms which may fall within the scope of the present invention, preferred forms 
of the invention will now be described, by way of example only, with reference to the accompanying drawings in 
which: 

Figure 1 is a schematic illustration of a first embodiment of a selection system of the invention for the 
offer of services from a number of service providers to a service request; 
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Figure 2 is a schematic flowchart of the steps involved in implementing and using the system shown in 
Figure 1; 

Figure 2A shows a flowchart of the steps involved in implementing an embodiment of the present 
invention, in which a cost effectiveness calculation for each potential service provider is provided to the service 
user; 

Figure 3, 4 and 5 shows a series of displays from an Internet browser as seen by an insurance company 
when entering a job request into a selection system according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 6 and 7 each show a display from an Internet browser as seen by an investigation company when 
entering their service profile into a selection system according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 7A shows another screen available to an investigation company for entering their costs for a 
plurality of service elements into a selection system according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 8 shows a screen of an Internet browser showing the pending tenders made by a service provider; 

Figure 9 shows a screen from an Internet browser as viewed an investigator showing available jobs in a 
selection system; 

Figure 10 shows a display from an Internet browser as seen by an insurance company listing a number of 
jobs for which job requests have been entered into a selection system according to an embodiment of the present 
invention; 

Figure 1 1 shows a screen listing a number of potential service providers and associated quality ranking in 
respect of a job entered into the system by the insurance company; 

Figure 11A shows a screen of an Internet browser as seen by an insurance company setting out the 
performance criteria for a job entered into a selection system according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 12 shows a screen of an Internet browser as viewed by an insurance company, which the insurance 
company can use to assign weightings to each of the performance criteria entered into the system by a service 
provider; 

Figure 13 shows a display of an Internet browser as seen by an insurance company listing all of the 
uncompleted jobs currently listed in the selection system; 

Figure 14 shows a display of an Internet browser as viewed by an investigation company showing a list of 
all uncompleted jobs for which they have been selected; 

Figure 15 shows a display of an Internet browser as seen by an insurance company, which may be used to 
enter feedback on the quality, timeliness and cost effectiveness of a job performed by a service provider. 

Detailed description of the embodiments 
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In broad concept the present invention provides a system which can be used by an individual or 
organisation wishing to select a service provider to perform a service, or do a job, from a group of service 
providers. 

Preferably in using the system and method as described the service providers are aware that the attributes 
of their services (including price) will be compared with those of other service providers, thereby fostering 
competition within the marketplace. Accordingly the system and method described may provide means for trading 
in services of relatively low value which has the benefits of a tender system without requiring service providers to 
tender on a job-by-job basis. 

In the present embodiment the system is particularly suited for selecting services, which can be readily 
broken down into a number of service components or elements. Typically service elements will be tasks or features 
of the service for which, service providers can allocate a discrete fee, and which the procurer of the service can 
readily use to define the scope or quality of the service desired. 

The first step in using the system according to this embodiment is initialisation. This is done by defining a 
set of performance criteria which describe the attributes of a service, or attributes of the elements of the service. 
The service performance criteria can be used by a service user to describe a job they need performed, and by the 
service provider to describe attributes of the services which they perform. 

The initialisation process begins by defining the elements of the service and the performance criteria 
which describe them. The performance criteria describing the services can include attributes relating, inter alia, to; 

-the nature of the services; — 

specific attributes of the services; and 

the cost of the service, or the cost of specific elements of the service; 

the quality or type of equipment and/or resources required to perform a service; 

the qualifications or association memberships desired by people performing a service; 

Other attributes of the service provider performing the job, which can affect the kind, quality or style of 
service performed are the length of time in business; and 

historical information relating to the performance of past services which may be indicative of the level of 
service provided, such as the percentage of past jobs completed within a set deadline; the satisfaction of previous 
service users with the service offered, and the average cost of previous similar services performed. 

As will be appreciated by the person skilled in the art that the extent of the performance criteria and the 
type of performance criteria used will vary depending on the breadth or type of services included in the system, the 
sophistication of the system desired and many other factors. For example, if the system is limited to selection of a 
service provider from a group who all perform the same service then no functional criteria relating to the type of 
services performed will need to be defined. Alternatively, if various types of services are offered using the system 
then functional criteria will be required in order to determine service providers who are able to do a particular job. 
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The next step in the initialisation of the system is to build a database of service provider profiles, which 
contain a description of the services performed by each service provider in terms of the performance criteria. The 
performance criteria stored in the database for each service provider can include all, or only a subset, of the defined 
performance criteria. The service provider profiles stored in the database can be generated by allowing service 
providers to access the system, either via the Internet, using a computer running an web browser application or a 
proprietary software program, and defining their service provider profile by answering a number of questions or by 
completing an online form etc. Direct access via a dedicated link to the database is also possible. 

Once the performance criteria are defined, a person or organisation wishing to procure a service can use 
the system to obtain a list of one or more service providers who are able to perform the service from the system, 
from which a service provider can be selected. 

To obtain such a list the prospective service user sends a job request to the system describing a set of 
desired performance criteria for the job. In response to the request the system produces a list of one or more 
potential service providers whose performance criteria match the desired performance criteria requested by the 
service user. 

It is also possible that the performance criteria specified by the service user can be grouped into two or 
more classes, such as a class of criteria that must be possessed by a service provider if they are to be chosen, and a 
group of performance criteria which are preferred but not essential. Furthermore the inessential performance 
criteria requested by the service provider can be ranked in order of importance, or combined into quantitative 
measures of suitability with weightings applied to the performance criteria depending on the user's preferences. In 
this case the list of potential service provider(s) will also typically include one or more suitability ratings or 
rankings based on the inessential performance criteria. From this list the service user can select a service provider. 

Typically the price at which a service provider will do a job will be an important factor to a service user in 
choosing a service provider, and in fact it may be the only factor of interest the service user. The performance 
criteria related to the cost of each service provider can be used to generate a relative cost estimation of each service 
provider that can be presented to the service user to enable the most cost effective service provider to be selected. 
An example of a system which provides a number of quantitative measures with weighted criteria, and a relative 
cost estimation is given below. 

In further embodiments the system can also be adapted to track the provision of the service and provide 
feedback on services currently in progress, or services provided in the past, to both the service providers and the 
service users. Furthermore, after a job has been completed by a chosen service provider, the service user is given 
the opportunity to submit their own evaluation of the service provider's performance criteria for the job just 
performed. Such historical data can be stored as performance criteria in the service provider's profile and used to 
compare the service provider with its competitors in the future. 

Referring to now Figure 1, there is shown a schematic illustration of a computer network 10 comprising an 
interconnected network of computer terminals or the like, including; 
a selection system server 12; and 
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a plurality of service providers' terminals 24, 26;and 
a plurality of service users* terminals 28,30. 

Interconnections between each of the abovementioned parties can be made via the Internet 16, or other 
networking means such as a LAN or WAN, a dedicated line or the like. 
The selection system server 12 includes the following: 

(a) a database 18 for storing a plurality of records containing service provider profiles for the service 
providers 24, 26 and optionally, a plurality of records containing performance criteria preferences for the service 
users connected to the system. 

(b) an application program 20 for running the selection system; and 

(c) data which constitutes a website(s) 22 which comprise a plurality of web pages that can be 
downloaded via the Internet 16 from the server 14, by either, or both service providers and prospective service 
users. 

A number of service providers 24, 26 are registered with the selection system provider 12 ie. the service 
providers 24, 26 have a service provider profile stored in said database 18. For illustrative purposes two service 
providers, 24 and 26 are shown; it is anticipated that a far greater number of service providers may offer their 
services via the selection system. Also shown in Figure 1 are two typical service users 28 and 30, who are able to 
lodge a service request with the database 18 as described below. 

The service providers and service users are able to access the website 22 stored on server 12 in order to 
use the selection system. In this example service provider 24 uses a personal computer to access the website 22 via 
the Internet 16, whilst service provider 26 downloads various pages from website 22 via the Internet 16, in XML 
format from their mobile phone with WAP capabilities. The service users 28,30 have access to the website 22 via 
the Internet 16 and are able to post service requests for the provision of services as will be explained below. 

Figure 2 shows a flow chart comprising a number of steps in a method of using the system of Fig 1 . In an 
initial step 2.0 a plurality of classes of performance criteria are defined describing the elements of the service to be 
procures using the service. The performance criteria defined in this embodiment are classified quality criteria, cost 
criteria, timeliness criteria groups. The quality criteria 2.5 are comprised of criteria relating to quality of the 
product 2.6, and quality of resources 2.7. The cost criteria 2.8 are comprised of criteria relating to the average cost 
of past invoices 2.9, present rates of service providers 2.10, and predictions of future invoices 2.1 1. Furthermore, 
functional performance criteria such as the type of service, and where and when the service will be preformed are 
also defined at 2.2 for the initial selection process. 

Once the system is initialised in step 2.0 service providers define their service profiles which are stored in 
the database 18. The performance criteria used by the service providers include both functional criteria relating to 
jobs which they are able and willing to perform as well as information relating to the quality, costs and timeliness 
of services performed. In this embodiment, once historical data is accumulated it can be included in the 
performance criteria of a service provider. 
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In step 2.1 a portal user can send a job request describing a job for which they require a service provider. 
Such a job request will be made in terms of desired performance criteria for the service. Again, this can include 
both functional criteria required by the service user and additional performance criteria which may effect their 
choice of service provider. In alternative embodiments the desired performance criteria can be ranked in order of 
importance to the service provider. The service user can additionally have a record stored on a database which 
contains a list of preferences which the service provider wishes to use in order to rank potential service providers. 

In the present embodiment, once the service user makes a job request it is entered into a list of service 
requests in the selection system. The job request is interpreted by the selection system as a database query and 
extracts a list of potential service providers from the database whose service profiles match the job request. In order 
to receive the list extracted from the database the service user accesses the list of service requests and downloads a 
web page including a list of potential service providers whose performance criteria match at least those desired 
performance criteria included in the job request. 

In order to generate the list of potential service providers the system performs a comparison between the 
desired performance criteria in the job request made by the service user and the performance criteria of each 
service provider. The list provided to the service user will only include the service providers who, according to 
their performance criteria are willing and able to perform the service desired. The list will also include a suitability 
rating for the quality, costs and timeliness of each service provider which the server user can use to select the most 
desirable service provider for the job. 

The suitability ratings of quality, cost and timeliness are generated by comparing the performance criteria 
of each service provider one another, and numerically ranking the preselected service providers accordingly. As 
some of the performance criteria will be rated more highly by a service user than other criteria, a set of weightings 
are supplied by the service user when making a request, or are pre-loaded into the selection system in order to 
weight each performance criterion according to its importance to the service user. Furthermore, some service 
criteria may be irrelevant to the service being requested, in which case no account will be taken by the service 
provider of these criteria in making a decision on which service provider to select for a particular job. Accordingly 
a weighting of zero can be given to either irrelevant performance criteria or performance criteria considered to be 
of no value to the service user. 

A flow chart detailing an embodiment of this process is contained in figure 2A. Initially a purchaser of the 
service makes a job request 300 describing the job. The description is matched against each service provider's rules 
of performing a job (step 310). If the service provider's performance criteria match they are automatically included 
(step 320) in the list of potential service providers and included in the subsequent step of calculating cost 
effectiveness calculations (step 400). Alternatively if the service provider's performance criteria does not match the 
job description (step 330) the service provider is still given the opportunity to perform the work (step 340). If the 
service provider wants the job (step 350), he or she can make themselves available by submitting suitable a set of 
performance criteria to the system. If a suitable tender is submitted the service provider is included in subsequent 
cost effectiveness calculations. If the service provider is not interested in performing the job they can simply ignore 
the job request or state that they are not available (step 360). 
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In this example the only suitability rating generated by the system is a cost effectiveness calculation (step 
400). In order to make this calculation the system first looks in the database for the rates charged by each service 
provider. If the service provider offers "purchaser specific' rates for a particular service provider then these rates 
are in the cost effectiveness calculation (step 420). If job-type specific rates (step 430) are offered then these are 
used. Each of the "purchaser specific" or "job type specific" rates defined by the service provider can include a set 
of rates 421, 431 for each element of the service provider, as well as a set of discounting rules or discounted rates 
422, 432 for each element. If "purchaser specific" or "job type specific" rates are not offered by a service provider 
then their global rates are used to calculate the expected cost for the job. The expected cost for each service 
provider is calculated by adding the rates charged by the service provider for each element of the job. Once an 
estimated cost is calculated for each service provider, the service providers are ranked according to their cost 
effectiveness, and a list of potential service providers and their associated cost effectiveness rankings are supplied 
to the service user (step 360). From this list the service purchaser can select a service provider to do the job. 

Returning to figure 2 a series of steps, marked generally as 230, denotes a plurality of rankings performed 
by the selection system. Each criterion group, e.g. quality of product 2.6, and quality of resources 2.7, are be 
comprised of weighted sums of comparisons made between service providers in respect of one or more 
performance criteria. Furthermore the relative importance of the criteria groups can be ranked by the service user 
and combined into a single quality ranking, provided with the list in step 2.4. Similarly, a comparison of 
performance criteria relating to cost can be compiled into one cost ranking. It may be the case that only the present 
rates of the service provider for performing a job are of interest to the service user. In this case the "average of past 
invoices" rating 2.9 and "predictions of future invoices" ratings 2.11 are weighted to a value of zero, so that the 
cost rating provided to the service user reflects only an estimate of the expected cost of the service based on the 
service provider's present rate. 

A series of feedback steps marked generally as 250 are also included in the process. In these steps the 
performance criteria of past jobs performed by a service provider are fed back into the database. These historical 
data are used in determining future ratings of the service provider. 

Selected steps in Figure 2 will now be explained in greater detail. 

Step 2.2v - Service Provider describes services performed 

Initially service providers 24, 26 accesses a perform a registration web page on the web site 22 via their 
respective terminals and submit their performance criteria describing the attributes of the services that they are able 
to perform, or are willing to perform; The information submitted includes information relating to each of the 
performance criteria defined in step 2.0. 

This information is stored in the database 18 as a service provider profile and is compared to profiles of 
other service provider's in step 2.4. 

Step 2.1 - Submission of service requests by selection system user 

Service users 28, 30 access a web page on the web site 22 via their respective terminal and submit a job 
request via the Internet 16 to the server 14. The request is a description of the requested service in terms of the 
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user's preferred performance criteria for the job. The information submitted with the job request is used, in part, to 
calculate the evaluation information associated with each service provider in step 2.4. 

The application program 20 issues instructions to record the received job request data in the database 18 
and to post it on a web page of the web site 22. The identity of the user requesting the service may or may not be 
posted on the website with such a request In this embodiment requestor 28 remains anonymous. 

Step 2.4 - Prospective service users review list of available service providers 

For each job request posted, the service user 28 30 can download a web page from web site 22 which lists 
the potential service providers extracted from the databasel8 by the selection system whose performance criteria 
correspond with the preferred performance criteria contained in the potential user's job request. Next to the list of 
service providers is a set of associated suitability rankings associated with each service provider. 

To extract the list of potential service providers from the database the initially a set of essential 
performance characteristics, such as the type of job and location of the job are compared with the performance 
criteria of each service provider. If a service provider's profile does not match these functional performance criteria 
they are discarded as potential service providers and the calculations of the suitability ratings for the remaining 
service providers are continued. 

If a service provider cannot or will not provide a particular element of a service, ie. the service provider's 
profile does not contain any specified essential performance characteristics the service provider is given the 
opportunity to upgrade or change their profile to redefine their performance characteristics in order to be included 
in a the list of potential service providers presented to the potential service user. 

In this embodiment, the associated evaluation information includes a comparison of following classes of 
performance criteria: 

a) Service capabilities; 

b) Quality criteria (2.5); 

c) Cost criteria (2.8); and 

d) Timeliness of past performance (2. 12). 

Step 2.5, 2.8, 2.12 - Calculation of suitability ratings 

Calculation of each of suitability ratings for each service provider is comprised of a number of sub 
calculations. 

Turning now to the calculation of a Quality rating for each of the service providers. The quality criteria in 
this example are made up of the two components of Resource Quality and Product Quality. In step 2.7 of fig 2 the 
Resource Quality of each service provider is compared with each other. To do this the selection system application 
calculates a weighted sum of the values stored in the database for each service provider in respect of the particular 
performance criteria of interest to the service user characteristic weighed by an importance rating of each criterion 
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assigned by the service user. Similarly, a rating of the quality (Product Quality) of a service previously performed 
is assessed. 

The Resource Quality (step 2.7) of a service provider (24,26) includes an evaluation of the service 
provider's equipment, personnel, management structure, intangibles, and business processes. In this example, the 
evaluated resources of an service provider may include such factors as the type and quality of the photographic 
equipment available to the investigators or the quality of the security systems installed in their offices, length of 
time in business etc. 

If a particular performance resource quality criteria is important to a service user they are able to weight 
that resource quality criteria more heavily that a resource quality criteria of lesser importance. 

The "Product Quality" criteria of step 2.6 includes a comparison of an average of the service user's 
evaluation ratings for jobs previously performed by each service provider using historical data stored in the 
database 18. 

The Resource Quality and Product Quality are amalgamated into a single rating of the Quality of the 
service provider (2.5). Again the relative importance of Resource Quality 2.7 and Product Quality 2.8 to the service 
user can be accounted for by applying an appropriate weighting to a sum of the two ratings. 

In relation to the cost criteria in step 2.8, the estimated cost of a particular service is calculated by 
summing a weighted ratings in respect of the following criteria: 

(a) a rating of the amounts previously charged similar jobs (step 2.9 Historical Costs); 

(b) a calculation of the approximate cost of the job (step 2.10) using the current rates charged by the 
service provider for each element of the job; and 

(c) discounted rates, special fee structures or a tender submitted by the service provider for providing 
the service (step 2.1 1). 

Historical Costs (step 2.9) are calculated by determining the average hourly rate for the provision of 
similar services. For example, a company has historically charged an average of $100 per hour for services 
conducted in the suburb of Parramatta, NSW, then an estimate, based on this historical data of the cost for 
conducting a job of 12 hours duration in Parramatta is $1200. The historical costs of all potential service providers 
can be compared and service providers ranked accordingly. 

In step 2.10 the selection system estimates the cost of performing the job for each service provider and 
generates a relative measure of cost effectiveness based on this calculation. As discussed above the job to be 
performed has been described in terms of the elements which must be performed to do the job, and each service 
provider profile has a cost stored in their service provider profile in the database for each service element that they 
are able to perform. Therefore, in order to calculate the estimated cost for each service provider the cost of each of 
the elements which make up the job can simply be added up. 

Travel is one element of many services for which a fee may be charged. In some industries travel costs 
may be key factor in determining which service provider is the most cost effective for doing a job. In order to 
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calculate the travel cost for a service provider the system calculates the distance between the job location and the 
nearest bill-out location for each service provider then multiplies this by the service provider's cost per kilometre 
charge rate. The time component for travel is also calculated by multiplying the expected travel time by the service 
provider's cost per hour for travel. The time and distance components are added together to calculate a total 
expected travel cost which can be added with the cost of other elements of the service to determine the total 
expected cost for performing the job. 

Service providers are able to set up their user profile to include different cost structures for different 
service users, or set up rules for calculating the cost of each service element. Thus the service providers can offer 
discounts either by service provider, by the amount of work received, or by geographical location or other criteria 
that they specify. 

In relation to the timeliness criteria (Step 2.12), the selection system user (28,30) may review evaluation 
information from other service users as to the timeliness of jobs previously performed by the service provider. 

Step 2.13 - Service provider chosen and retained 

In step 2.4 the application program 20 compiles a webpage 22 that is accessible by the service user who 
has made a request for service, which sets out the evaluation information for all potential service providers i.e. 
those service providers able to perform the service. 

After considering the list of suitability ratings generated from each service provider's quality criteria (step 
2.5), the cost criteria (step 2.8), and the timeliness criteria in (step 2.12), the service user (28,30) can select the 
service provider who has the most desirable criteria to perform the job according to the selection system user's 
(28,30) own preferences. 

The application program can also calculate an amalgamation of this criteria into a single rating, which can 
provided to the service user (28,30). The service user (28,30) is permitted to vary the amalgamated criteria, by 
weighting the importance each particular criterion. 

On this basis a service provider can be selected and retained. 

Step 2.15 Service Performed 

During performance of a job the service providers (24,26) receive feedback from their service users 
(28,30). In addition, the service users (28,30) or, optionally, the service providers (24,26) can vary the service 
criteria for the job during the course of the job due to changing circumstances. 

Step 2.16 Service Completed and Billed 

After completion of the job, the service provider's (24,26) invoice is presented to the service user (28,30). 
The service user (28,30) or the service provider (24,26) enters the amount of the invoice into the system using a 
form on a web page on the website 22. The data from this form is stored in the database 18 as a part of the service 
providers profile, and can be used to determine the Historical Costs of services performed by the service provider. 
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Optionally, the feedback supplied can include an evaluation by the service user (28,30) of the 
reasonableness of the invoice amount given the job performed which can be stored as a part of a provider's profile. 

Step 2.17 - Service Analysis 

Upon completion of the job the service user (28,30) can evaluate the job performed by the service 
provider. The service user (28,30) can evaluate the Product Quality and/or the timeliness of the service. 

Submission of the evaluation is completed by filling in a form located on a web page of the web site 22. 
This information is sent to the server 14 and recorded in the database 18 as part of the service provider's profile 
and used for calculating future evaluation information for the service provider. The evaluation information can also 
be used by other prospective service users (28,30) in evaluating the service providers (24,26) as described above. 

Step 2.3^ Service Providers review list of service requests 

In most instances the system functions in an almost instantaneous manner with prospective service users 
selecting a service provider immediately upon being provided with a set of potential service providers and 
associated suitability ratings. However in some cases, jobs will not be allocated to a service provider immediately 
in which case, a service provider 24, 26 can download a web page from website 22 in which a list of service user 
requests are posted. The user requests are comprised of a list of the desirable performance criteria that are required 
satisfy the service user. 

When an unallocated job exists a service provider is given the opportunity to amend their service profile to 
discount their services or to make themselves eligible to do a job they otherwise would be unqualified to do. For 
example a service provider may initially state that they only work within a 50 kilometre radius from their offices. 
However, a job may be pending which is only a short way beyond that limit If the service provider wishes to be 
eligible to do this work they can amend their profile to make themselves eligible, and thus become a potential 
service provider. A discounting process may also be included in the system whereby a "once-off ' discount can be 
offered to increase an investigator's chance to be chosen for a job. 

Step 2.14 - Feedback to service providers 

Each of the service providers can access yet another web page on the web site 22 and view information on 
the performance criteria of the other service providers and use this information in setting their own profile, for 
example, by discounting their rates for a particular job. 

A preferred implementation the system and method will now be described with specific reference to a 
selection system used by an investigation company for selecting an investigator to perform an investigation. It 
should be noted that in describing the preferred embodiment, the description of a selection system choosing an 
investigator is for the purposes of description only and is not intended to limit the scope of the invention. The 
invention can'extend to other services including, inter alia, legal services, employment services, graphic design 
services, telecommunications services, webhosting services etc. 
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In this embodiment, the service user (28 of Figure 1) is an insurance company, which requires the services 
of an investigation company (Service Provider 24 or 26 of Figure 1) to investigate whether claims made by an 
insurance claimant are legitimate. 

With reference to the system of Figure 1 and 2, the insurance company posts a notice on a web site 22 via 
the server 14 (Step 2.1) requesting an investigation service ("investigation Request"). Turning to Figs 3, 4 and 5, 
the insurance company 28 enters an internal reference Tile number', 'File Name' into the form shown on the 
screen in Figure 3. These details allow the insurance company to track the job through the system. The application 
program 20 then generates the virtual form shown in Figure.4 and the claims officer of the insurance company 28 
enters data in the following fields: 

• Job Type: 'Surveillance'; 

. Job Completion Date: ' 1 1 :00, 22 Sep 2000' 

• Base Suburb: 'None' 

. Suburb & Interview Hours: 'Hurstville = 1 2 hrs' ; 'Gosford' = 1 6 hrs 

Each of the fields comprise performance criterion, as described above in relation to step 2.0 above. The 
"Job Type " and "Suburb & Interview Hours" fields are performance criteria which must be matched by as service 
provider if they are to be eligible to perform the service. The 'Base Suburb' field permits those investigation 
companies to nominate the suburb that they want to the investigation billed from. The Suburb & Interview Hours 
field relates to the suburbs in which the investigation has to be conducted, and the number of hours or the estimated 
number of hours the insurance company wants spent on the job. 

Once this information has been completed by an Officer of the insurance company 28, and submitted via 
the Internet 16 to the database 18, the application program then generates the screen shown in Figure 5. This screen 
allows the user to review the job request and possibly amend it, before it is posted for review by investigation 
companies (eg. 24,26). 

As described above, each investigation company using the selection system must enter their profile, ie. 
their service attributes in terms of the performance criteria, and their contact details into the selection system 
database 18. In order to enter their performance criteria into the database 18 the investigation companies (24, 26) 
list their resources and other attributes using the online form shown in Figure 6. These details are stored in database 
18 are used by the selection system to rank the investigation companies in terms of suitability for each service 
request. 

Furthermore they enter functional performance criteria as shown Fig 7. In this embodiment, the 
investigation company 26 states that it is able to conduct Surveillance or Factual investigations for CTP, Workers 
Compensation or Public Liability matters within 100 kilometres of its bill-out suburb. The bill-out suburb is the 
suburb from which the investigation company bills its travel costs. Due to the nature of insurance investigation, 
insofar as that investigators are often based in their personal residences rather than an office, if an investigation 
company has numerous investigators, the investigator will have numerous bill out suburbs. In this embodiment, the 
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Application Program 20 calculates the closest bill-out suburb for every investigation company for each 
investigation. Since travel costs often represent a significant proportion of the total cost of an investigation such a 
system generally results in the lowest cost outcomes for each job being presented to the service requestor. 

Cost criteria are also stored in the database 18 in the form of the rates charged by the investigation 
companies (24,26) for each element of the services performed. 

In a particularly sophisticated embodiment a different profile can be used by a service provider depending 
on the identity of the service user. In this way special discounts or equipment can be offered to selected service 
users in order to increase the likelihood of selection for a job. In this embodiment, if the investigation companies 
(24,26) do not have personalised rates negotiated with the insurance companies (28,30), then their standard rates 
stored in database 18, are used in the calculations of the cost of the investigations for the insurance company. 

The display of Figure 7 A illustrates to an agent of an investigation company the input fields for each of the 
elements of an investigation job. The elements of 'surveillance' and 'factual' investigation work for which cost 
criteria exist are: 

(a) travel rate; 

(b) per kilometre rate; 

(c) hourly rate; and 

There are also two fields for varying the costs as shown in Figure 7A. These can be used to specify 
discounts for a particular insurance company, or amount of work. 

In order to alert the investigation company to jobs on offer which the investigation company is qualified to 
perform, a page as shown in fig 8 is generated. The investigation companies (24,26) can view this web page that 
displays a list generated from the database 18 of all investigation requests that meet the functional criteria of the 
service provider. For example, if a job is put out by insurance companies (28, 30), for a particular locality and the 
investigation company is not prepared to conduct work in that geographical area, then this job will not be displayed 
on the investigations company display shown in Figure 8. 

The investigation requests are listed and according to criteria set by the investigation company. For 
example, they may be ranked by insurance company, estimated value of work, time for completion etc. 
Figure 8 lists all jobs currently in the system with the respective performance criteria required by the service user. 
A field also exists labelled "job box" which allow the investigation company agent to conveniently select any one 
of the jobs and submit a tender for investigation services. The investigation companies (24, 26) may offer to 
perform this work at a discounted rate. In this embodiment, the investigation companies (24, 26) offer discounts for 
receiving large quantities of investigation Requests or they may offer discounts for several investigations performed 
in the same geographical area. For example, an investigation company may offer to conduct an investigation at 
reduced travel cost in Bathurst, NSW if they are conducting other investigations in that area. 

As shown in Fig 9 the investigation companies (24, 26) may also view a list of investigation Requests that 
fall outside of their functional criteria. If an investigation company wishes to perform an investigation that falls 
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outside of their functional criteria then they click on the "job box" link that indicates to the insurance company that 
placed the service request that the investigation company is available to perform this work. For example, by 
clicking on the "job box", an investigation company may indicate that they are willing to perform an investigation 
in Gosford, NSW, even though it falls outside of their work criteria. Alternatively they may change their profile to 
include the new area in their service area. 

As shown in Figure 10 the insurance companies (28, 30) may view a list of all Service Requests they have 
entered in to the database 18 via the web site 22 where they have not yet chosen an investigation company to 
perform the service. From this screen the insurance company can select a job and view each investigators 
evaluation information for it. 

Turning now to Fig 1 1, which shows an output for the system for the job input in Figs 4 and 5. 
This figure displays a list of potential service providers and their associated suitability ratings, as seen by a 
claims officer of an insurance company. The insurance company (28,30) is presented with a ranked list of all 
investigation companies (24, 26) who are available to perform that work (according to a comparison of the 
investigators functional performance criteria with the job request.) 

The "T" rating shown in Figure 1 1 is the timeliness rating for each of the investigation companies who are 
available to perform the investigation. The "Q" rating is the quality rating for each of the investigation companies. 
The "Q" rating is an amalgamation of the quality ratings of their previous work as rated by the insurance company 
making the request (28, 30), the resources rating for of the investigation companies. 

An example of the calculation of each of the suitability ratings will now be described from data input in 
the job request of fig 4 and 5. 
Present Rates 'RIV 

The RTV rating represents the relative cost effectiveness of the investigation companies. The RTV value is 
calculated based on the distance between the closest bill-out suburb for the investigation company and the site of 
the investigation. As described above the travel distance is multiplied by the investigation company's travel rate per 
kilometre and added to the expected travel time multiplied by the travel rate per hour. This calculation is added to 
the number of hours of investigation multiplied by hourly rate for investigation. To determine the estimated cost of 
the job. 

Figure UA shows the details of the distance and travel time for Lidsan investigations. The bill-out suburb 
for Lidsan investigations is Parramatta which is 21 kilometres and 0.48 hours return from Fairfield (the location of 
the job). Lidsan charges $0.50 per kilometre for travel and $50.00 per hour for travel time, giving a total travel 
charge of $34.50. Lidsan charges $50.00 per hour for investigation time. The investigation in this instance 
comprises 4 interviews in one session. Each interview is expected to take one hour, for a total interview cost of 
$200.00, resulting in a total cost of $234.50 for these aspects of the investigation. 

This figure is compared to the estimated cost of the other investigators and ratings calculated. The RTV 
ratings received by the investigation companies and normalised to a value out of 5. As can be seen in Figure 11, 
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Marmsell investigations is the closest investigation company or has the least expensive rates and therefore receives 
a RIV rating of 5, with Lidsan investigations receiving the second best RIV at 4.64. 

Quality <Q' 

The quality rating is a combination rating covering the resources held by an investigation company (2.7), 
the insurance company's valuation of the resources, and the historical quality rating given by the insurance 
companies (2.6). In this embodiment, the ratings seen by the insurance companies for quality are an amalgamation 
of an investigation companies ratings given to their past work, and the resources of the investigation companies 
(24, 26). The insurance company rates the importance to them of the performance criteria relating to the resources 
possessed by the investigation companies by filling in the form shown in fig 12. It can be seen that each of the 
resource quality factors with the exception of one is rated of the same importance by this insurer. 

The component of Q based on resources quality can be calculated using the following formula: 

^Rating. .Criterion . 

i=i 

5n 

where Ratin gi is the importance rating of the "ith" quality criterion set by the insurer on a scale of 1 to 5, 
and, Criterion-, is the value for the "ith" quality criterion stored in the database for each the investigator, and n is the 
total number of quality criterion. 

Timeliness 'T' 

The timeliness rating are calculated from a comparison of the historical ratings given by insurance 
companies for jobs performed by the investigation company. 

Cost Quality Rating <CQ' 

The CQ rating is a combination of the other ratings shown on Fig 1 1 . 

To calculate CQ firstly, the RIV, Q and T are normalised to a value out of five as compared to all of the 
potential investigation companies available to perform the job to determine the Adjusted RIV, Adjusted Q and 
Adjusted T values. 

The insurance company determines the relative weight that is to be given to each of the RIV, Q and T 
criteria by allocating an importance weighting. In the example shown in Fig 11, the insurance company has rated 
each of the RIV, Q and T equally at 5 points. Thus the calculation for CQ is as follows: 

CQ = ((Adjusted T * 5) + (Adjusted Q * 5) + (Adjusted RIV *5)) / 15. 

Due to normalisation of the T, Q and RIV values, the 'Adjusted T for (< Lisdan" in this instance is 
increased to 5. Similarly, the Adjusted Q rating is also 5. The RIV is already out of 5 (with Marmsell scoring 5) so 
normalisation has no effect on Lidsan's RIV. Applying the formula a CQ of 4.88 is calculated for Lidsan. 

Returning to figure 11, the insurance company can choose an investigation company after reviewing the 
list of potential service providers and their associated suitability ratings (step 2.13) by clicking the appropriate 
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"radio button" followed by the "GO" button. Upon selection, an email is sent to the investigation company 
informing them of their selection. If this meets with the approval of the investigation company then they accept the 
job by clicking on a link on the email. Detailed instructions relating to the job can then follow in due course via 
known communication means such as email, post, courier or the like. 

Upon the acceptance of the Service Request, the Service Request becomes an "Uncompleted .Job" within 
the system. The insurance companies may view a list of Uncompleted Jobs by viewing a web page on the web site 
22 that extracts from the database 18 all uncompleted jobs for that employee of the insurance companies as shown 
in Figure 13. 

To facilitate the tracking of jobs an investigation companies can also view a list of all Uncompleted Jobs 
as shown in Figure 14. 

Upon submission of the report by the investigation company, the cost of the investigation is entered into 
the database 18 via a web page on the web server 22. Either the investigation company or the insurance company 
may do this. Turning to Fig 15 the insurance company additionally rates the investigation company on the quality 
and timeliness of their report. This can be done in a number of ways using a number of performance criteria. As 
shown in Fig 15 a single quality rating "Q" has been used as a performance criteria, as well as a timeliness rating 
"T" and a rating of the reasonableness of the cost "P" of the investigation. 

It will be appreciated that because the insurance company ranks the set of quality criteria as described 
above, the present embodiment allows the insurance company to assess the service provided by the investigation 
company according to its own priorities. If the insurance company, being in this case the selection system user, 
wants to assign a higher value to an investigation company with at least 5 years experience to complete particular 
investigation services or some other quality, the embodiment described above is very useful. 

Furthermore by allowing each of the RTV, Q and T ratings to be weighted when calculating the CQ rating 
the insurance company can obtain a single suitability rating with their own desired weighting having already been 
given to all of the performance criteria of the investigation companies. 

Additionally, it should also be realised that in this embodiment, because the investigation company is 
provided with an opportunity to evaluate the services performed by the investigation company after completion of 
the service, this assists the insurance company in dynamically assess the services of a multiplicity of investigation 
companies and thereby choose the most consistent service provided which is suited to its needs. It will therefore be 
appreciated that this provides the insurance company with the ability to choose an appropriate service provider of 
investigation services. 

It would be appreciated by a person skilled in the art that numerous variations and/or modifications may be 
made to the present invention as shown in the specific embodiments without departing from the spirit or scope of 
the invention as broadly described. For example, the present selection system for investigation services here 
described has been implemented on the Internet, but other networks configurations could also be used to implement 
the present invention. The present embodiments are therefore, to be considered in all respects to be illustrative and 
not restrictive. 
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Claims 

1. A system for enabling the selection of a service provider from a plurality of service providers for 
the performance of a job, said system including: 

a database which is accessible by a service user via a network, the database including a plurality of 
records, each record being associated with a service provider, wherein each record includes a service provider 
profile including a plurality of comparable performance criteria indicative of the performance attributes of the 
service provider; 

interface means for receiving a job request comprising at least one desired performance criterion from said 
service user, and 

processor means for comparing the stored comparable performance criteria and the at least one desired 
performance criterion, and for extracting at least one preferred service provider from the database on the basis of 
said comparison. 

2. A system as claimed in claim 1 in which the processor means is arranged to extract a plurality of service 
providers from the database on the basis of said comparison, and to compile a list of the plurality of preferred 
service providers for distribution to the service user. 

3. A system as claimed in either one of the preceding claims wherein said database is additionally 
accessible by said service providers via a network for enabling the service providers to update their associated 
performance profiles. 

4. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims which includes prioritising means for allowing 
at least two desired performance criteria to be prioritised in accordance with user-selected priorities, and wherein 
said comparison is made in accordance with said prioritisation. 

5. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims which includes weighting means for weighting 
at least some of the comparable performance criteria according to their relative importance to the user, to enable 
said comparison to be made in accordance with said weightings. 

6. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein said database includes at least one 
historical rating field associated with each service provider for enabling a service user to rate at least one past job 
performed by the service provider. 

7. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein said at least one desired performance 
criterion and said comparable performance criteria are selected from a group including the following classes of 
criteria: 

quality criteria, cost criteria and timeliness criteria. 

8. A system as claimed in claim 7 wherein said quality criteria relate to the quality and extent of the 
resources drawn on by the service provider. 
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9. A system as claimed in claim 7 wherein said cost criteria relate to at least one of the following, 
namely the current cost structure of the service provider, the average cost of similar jobs performed by the service 
provider in the past, and discounts offered by the service provider. 

10. A system as claimed in claim 7 wherein said timeliness criterion reflects the timeliness of at least 
one past job performed by the service provider. 

11. A system according to any one of the preceding claims in which each service provider profile includes 
at least one qualifying criterion indicative of the ability of the service provider to perform the job, and wherein the 
job request includes at least one desired qualifying criterion. 

12. A system as claimed in claim 1 1 in which said qualifying criteria relate to at least one of the following, 
namely the type of service, the area of operation of the service provider and the availability of the service provider. 

13. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein said interface means is adapted to 
receive a selection confirmation from said service user identifying the service provider selected for the job. 

14. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein said system additionally includes 
generating means for generating and sending a job confirmation message to the service provider selected by the 
service user for the job. 

15. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein the job to be performed is an 
investigation. 

16. A method of enabling a service user to select a service provider from a plurality of service providers 
for the performance of a job, said method including the steps of: 

providing a database which is accessible by the service user via a network, 

storing in said database a plurality of records, each record being associated with a service provider, 
wherein each record includes a service provider profile including a plurality of comparable performance criteria 
indicative of the performance attributes of the service provider; 

receiving a job request comprising at least one desired performance criterion from said service user, 
comparing the plurality of stored performance criteria with the desired performance criterion, and 
automatically selecting at least one preferred service provider from the database on the basis of said comparison. 

17. A method as claimed in claim 16 in which a plurality of preferred service providers are automatically 
selected from the database, and said method additionally includes the step of: 

compiling a list of the plurality of preferred service providers. 

18. A method as claimed in either claim 16 or 17 which includes the additional step of: 

periodically capturing and storing updated performance criteria in order to update the stored profile of 
least one service provider. 
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19. A method as claimed in claim 18 in which said database is accessible by said plurality of service 
providers and wherein said method includes the additional step of: 

enabling the service providers periodically to update their associated performance profiles in the database. 

20. A method as claimed in any one of claims 16 to 19 in which said job request includes a plurality of 
desired performance criteria and wherein said method additionally includes the steps of: 

enabling the service user to prioritise at least two desired performance criteria; and 
automatically selecting the at least one preferred service provider on the basis of the prioritisation. 

21. A method as claimed in any one of claims 16 to 20 which includes the steps of: 

allowing said user to allocate a weighting to said comparative performance criteria indicative of the 
relative importance of said comparative performance criteria to the service user; and 

automatically selecting the at least one preferred service provider at least partially on the basis of said 
weightings. 

22. A method as claimed in any one of claims 16 to 21 wherein said database includes at least one 
historical rating field associated with each service provider, and wherein said method includes the steps of : 

enabling a service provider to rate at least one past job performed by said service provider; and 
capturing said rating said at least one historical rating field associated with the service provider. 

23. A method as claimed in any one of claims 16 to 22 wherein said at least one desired performance 
criterion and said comparable performance criteria are selected from a group including the following classes of 
criteria: 

quality criteria, cost criteria, and timeliness criteria. 

24. A method as claimed in claim 23 wherein said quality criteria relate to at least one of the following, 
namely the quality and extent of the resources drawn on the service provider. 

25. A method as claimed in claim 23 wherein said cost criteria relate to at least one of the following, 
namely the current cost structure of the service providers, the average cost of similar jobs performed by the service 
provider in the past, and discounts offered by the service provider. 

26. A method as claimed in claim 23 wherein said timeliness criterion reflects the timeliness of at least one 
past job performed by the service provider. 

27. A method as claimed in any one of claims 19 to 26 in which each of said service provider profiles 
includes at least one stored qualifying criterion indicative of the ability of a service provider to perform the job, and 
in which said job request includes at least one qualifying criterion, wherein said method includes the initial step of; 

comparing said stored qualifying criterion with said desired qualifying criterion to select at least one 
qualified service provider on the basis of said comparison; 
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wherein at least one preferred service provider is a subset of at least one qualified service provider so 

selected. 

28. A method as claimed in claim 27 wherein said qualifying criteria relate to at least one of the following, 
the namely type of service, the area of operation of the service provider and the availability of the service provider. 

29. A method as claimed in any one claims 16 to 28 in which said method includes the step of: 
receiving a selection confirmation from said service user, stating at least the preferred service provider 

selected by the user. 

30. A method as claimed in claim 30 wherein said method includes the step of : 

generating and sending a job confirmation message to the service provider selected by the service user. 

31. A method as claimed in any one of claims 16 to 27 wherein said services are insurance investigation 

services. 

32. A system as claimed in claims 5 in which said weighting means operates according to the formula 

n 

Weighting . .Criterion \. 

»=i _ 

X.n 

where Weighting! is the weighting of the ith performance criterion allocated by the service user on a scale 
of 1 to X, and, Criterion is the value for the ith performance criterion stored in the database for each the service 
provider, and n is the total number of performance criterion. 
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